ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
survey conducted by the National Commission on Writing (2003, 2004) summarized the concerns of Corporate America regarding written communications. Corporate CEO's and leadership rated accuracy, clarity, conventions, and conciseness as extremely important to effective communication. Survey respondents strongly supported the focus and conclusions of the Commission's 2003 report that stated in part "Writing is not simply a way for students to demonstrate what they know. It is a way to help them understand what they know." (Florida Department of Education, 2005) . Therefore, it is reasonable and desirable that graduates of business schools possess and can demonstrate effective writing skills. Student projects have been one method of providing the opportunity to develop and hone these skills.
T
How then can a professor improve the quality of student projects in marketing? Experience in the classroom has shown that marketing projects can be overwhelming to students when they are confronted with the large number of variables that must be dealt with. Often their performance on group projects is less than desired due to the plethora of variables to deal with, as well as free rider problems (McCorkle, Reardon et al., 1999) . The students are unfamiliar with the data sources or sometimes do not take advantage of ones that are available.
Also, there is the ongoing problem of uncertainty of the professor's expectations concerning depth of coverage and writing standards. Nelson and Hayes (1988) found significant differences in college freshman and more advanced upperclassman and graduate students in how they planned and searched for information. Students who used a content driven approach were very concerned with "How easily the information could be extracted" (Nelson and Hays, 1988) . Students limited their research to only a few sources, basing their choices on "… how much the books contents overlapped, overlapping content being interpreted as a sign of agreement among authors and hence correctness" ( Nelson and Hayes, 1988, p.5) . One of their research subjects reported that if the material in a source is spread out over several places in the text then the book should be rejected because you would have to read too much. She further explained that students should try and find sources that have "pockets or chunks of information that can be easily read and summarized" (Nelson and Hayes, 1988) .
Fortunately, the case for having students conduct group projects has been well established. Henke et al. (1988) state that such projects bring reality to the classroom, enhance students' grasp of an industry and may provide career advancement. Projects force the student to become actively involved in studying the elements that affect both the marketplace as well as the workplace. Roach, Johnston and Hair (1993) echo these thoughts and add that projects improve both written and oral communication skills. Finally, students themselves realize the value of such projects, especially when the projects allow them to apply concepts recently learned to real situations (Karns, 1993) .
The problem arises, however, when the professor attempts to gain the most pedagogical value possible from the project. Batra and Walvoord (1997) provide a very detailed outline of tools used to enhance the quality and value of marketing projects. It was judged by students to be very valuable, but appears quite labor intensive. On a more general level, Gaidis and Craig (1990) note four analytical difficulties that students universally experience when producing a project. These are 1) reporting not evaluating, 2) general recommendations rather than specifics, 3) not using hard information and 4) a piecemeal approach that does not demonstrate a cohesive flow from one topic to another.
HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT
Supplying students with more information should enable them to better determine precisely what areas need to be covered in their report. However, if only told to "follow the text", they may either become overwhelmed by the quantity of information they must sort through, or their lack of experience and desire for ease in completing the assignment may not permit them to select what is most important to emphasize. The result is often that the student wanders off on tangents of personal interest that have no bearing on the paper, or more frequently, that they gloss over critical points without providing any analysis or justification for their answers. Thus:
H1:
As student information availability increases, so too will students' performance on the project.
Alternatively, the second school of thought suggests having additional information available to the students in the form of exemplar papers will stifle creativity and thought, essentially allowing the students to "adapt" information rather than creating an output based on thought. Students are inherently efficient and will take whatever shortcuts are made available. Giving them a detailed template to follow will lead them to merely check off each topic as they go, assuming that having it in their paper means they have covered the subject adequately. As one study found in examining students attitudes towards research papers, a common response was that teachers wanted to test the ability of students to trace down and dig up information, and to put that information into a "reasoned" paper (Schweglar and Shamoon 1982). Similarly, using exemplar papers may not present certain aspects of the project that are unique to the student's choice of product. For example, if you chose an industrial good for the exemplar paper, packaging would be a trivial section in the paper. Were the student to select an impulse good, such as a new soft drink or candy, packaging would be critical to success and perhaps not covered with as much depth as necessary.
Students also may tend to follow the path of least resistance and choose products that are similar to those of the examples. Projects on beer and soft drinks tend to proliferate, while those on more unusual products such as Viagra or Caterpillar's marine products division are ignored. Therefore: H1a: As student information availability increases, students' performance on the project will decline.
The second hypothesis revolves around the completeness of the information available to students. We suggest that not only does the quantity of information affect students' performance, but also the quality of such information. Lack of experience may contribute to students' inability to write as well as desired. Also, differing standards both between students and professors, and among professors, may result in student submissions that are inadequate for a particular class. Demonstrating clearly the quality required should eliminate confusion on the part of the student about what is expected. Hence:
H2:
As student information quality increases, so too will students' performance on the project.
METHODOLOGY
In order to examine the effect of information availability and quality on student performance, we designed two different levels of information availability and two levels of information quality. Information availability was addressed by providing students with either a detailed outline of the project or example projects and the detailed outline. Information quality was manipulated at the exemplar project level by giving some groups previously completed student projects or giving the students a project (exemplar) completed by the professor.
The Project Outline
The initial task was to set up the overall guidelines for the group project, which was accomplished in the following manner. The project was described in great detail in the course syllabus (See outline attached in Appendix A).
The outline provided the explicit guidelines as to what specific topics under each heading needed to be addressed by the students, and whether or not quantitative analysis was expected. For example, instead of just asking for three environmental trends that might affect their selected business, the students were tasked with finding three that directly affected, in a significant fashion, their particular product. Then, to ensure that they understood the ramifications of their discovery, they were asked to explain what marketing actions they as product managers needed to take in order to exploit or nullify the outcomes of the trends.
Initially, two sections of a Marketing management class were given the outline only. The resultant papers/projects served as a pool from which student examples/exemplars were selected.
Information Availability
Information Availability was manipulated as follows. Student projects from the first two sections of Marketing Management mentioned above were chosen based on superior writing skills, depth of coverage of the desired topics, and in some cases the creative choice of a product that was not mainstream. Examples of this would be the board game Monopoly, Southwest Airlines, or a computer dating service. Attractiveness and artistic skills in no way played a role in selection-pure analytical ability and presentation skill were what counted. Student exemplars were chosen primarily for superior writing quality and depth. They anticipated "why?" questions from the reader and explained the rationale behind actions taken, not just cataloged facts. Numerical analysis was used whenever possible. A critical inclusion was the use of tables and graphs to enhance the text and simplify information processing by the reader.
Exemplars also lacked no elements asked for on the syllabus. Some rare examples were chosen for uniqueness of the product or service, to encourage choices other than the ubiquitous soft drinks or beer. Similarly, exemplars that were technically excellent but failed the spelling/punctuation/grammar test were included to affirm that the standards were adhered to despite otherwise high quality.
In the first test, three subsequent sections of the Marketing Management course were given multiple previous student project examples, along with the detailed outline of the project. Multiple student examples were necessary because even the best student work often misses key elements. However, taken as a group, the projects offered a complete view of the learning goals of the project.
Information Quality
To manipulate quality and provide a contrast to the student generated examples, the lead author completed an exemplar project using the outline and his own expectations of what would be possible for the students to accomplish. The exemplar generated went into great depth and provided a concrete expectation of what is expected of the student in terms of detail. Each of the topics shown in the course syllabus (see Appendix 1) was covered, and the level of detail expected in the paper was additionally designed to address the concerns raised by Gaidis and Andrews (1990) .
By writing a paper specifically for the class, a number of pedagogical goals are accomplished:
1)
The exemplar paper illustrates exactly what level of detail is expected, as well as the quality and style of writing. For example, students are only given eight English errors before losing a full letter grade. The paper was carefully inspected to ensure this standard was exceeded before being distributed to students.
2)
The method of citing references in the body of the text as well as in the reference section is clearly shown. This eliminates questions later of what style is acceptable, or if any style is used at all. Previous experience has shown that students almost never cite their sources in the body of the paper, seriously degrading the value of the work if it were to be used in a corporate setting.
3)
Demonstrating the requisite level of explanation for "why?" questions throughout the paper were demonstrated. Students often will supply a recommendation but never explain what its purpose is or who will benefit and how. The exemplar paper details the benefits received by customers, the company and other parties whenever a specific marketing action is recommended.
4)
The paper shows how to deal with elements that are not applicable to a situation specifically addressed by indicating that such elements are not germane. This ensures that the professor knows the student realized the specific topic (for example, tariffs when dealing with Canada) was recognized as an issue but not one to be covered in this paper. Thus the professor knows that the student did not merely overlook an area that was called for in the syllabus.
Four subsequent and different sections of the same Marketing Management course were given the professor's exemplar paper, along with the detailed outline, in the second test. The two sets of results were then used for the purposes of analysis.
Data Collection/Sample
To avoid problems, including differences in teaching styles, expectations, course materials, a single professor's class was used to conduct the study. Nine sections of Marketing Management, the department capstone course, were utilized. Using the capstone course also ensured that the students had approximately the same background due to the stringent prerequisites. All students were within their last two semesters of graduating when taking these classes. Further, to avoid information leak from one class to another, no two manipulations we done during the same semester. In addition, increases in information were sequentially higher in consequent semestersthus the students could not use the exemplar project in outline-only manipulations because it had not previously been made available.
A total sample size of 182 students was obtained over nine sections of the course. The students' final grade on the project was used as the dependent measure of student performance. Dummy variables for each level of manipulation were used to test the hypotheses. In addition, the students' cumulative GPA was obtained and used as a surrogate measure of the students' ability and dedication. Including GPA as a covariate ensures that differential student ability is not a driving factor in the analysis.
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RESULTS
The results of the regression analysis are shown in Table 1 . The model r-squared was 30.9% with the model being significant. As seen in Table 1 , students who had access to previous student projects scored nearly 8% lower than outline-only students. Students who had access to the professor's exemplar project scored about a half grade lower (5.6%) than outline-only access. When comparing information quality, the students with access to the professor's exemplar project performed 2.25 percent higher than those with the previous student projects (difference in coefficients p-value 0.23) -or about one-fourth of a grade higher.
Of marginal interest is that students with a one grade higher cumulative GPA performed slightly more than one grade higher on the project. This indicates that the grading on this project was in line with students previous grading in the students' other classes and can be suggested as an indicator of external validity of the grading scheme used.
DISCUSSION
Students perform best when under limited information circumstances. It is in this environment that they fully utilize their creative and thought processes. The lack of detailed samples to work from reflects the nature of most, perhaps all, marketing report challenges. In a real sense, students not bound by the limitations of previous efforts are more likely to find innovative solutions to the problem. Such creative thinking is a valuable asset to the firm. From the student's perspective, it is realistic training for work.
However, anecdotal evidence indicates that students are less comfortable when given limited information from which to work. Comments on student evaluations and classroom comments indicate that students perceive this as an environment of uncertainty which they tend to loathe. This could be a function of the several things, including the students' focus on grades, rather than learning; or perhaps concerns with workload. The professor thus faces a dilemma of whether to boost one's evaluations with extensive examples of projects previously done or provide more rigor and allow students to learn by doing and asking questions. Discussions with one's administration may help clarify which method benefits students more while at the same time protecting the professor's evaluations and potential merit raises.
Should a professor determine that students are in need of additional information, especially at the underclassman level, then the results indicate it is in the students' (and perhaps professor's) best interest is for the professor to complete the assignment as a template rather than using previous student assignments.
